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Ushering out all the kinks 


Like any expensive new automo- 
bile, the Civic Center is coping with its 
share of rattles. 

Some problems, like a section of 
rough wall in the Isthmus Playhouse, 
are minor and easy to correct; Others, 
like cramped seating in the Oscar 
Mayer Theater, are almost impossible 
to change. 

“Our patrons are very positive 
about the theater,’ said David Hirve- 
la, managing director of Madison 
Civic Repertory Theater, about the 
company’s new home, the Isthmus 
Playhouse. “The only general com- 
plaint 1s about the first row in the bal- 
cony.” 

To adhere to strict safety codes, a 
protective plastic shield has been in- 
stalled along the railing of the balcony 
which ‘we think is both a visual and 
audio problem,” Hirvela said. “It 
makes the first row of seats not as de- 
sirable as the others.”’ 

Edgar Neiss, managing director of 
the Civic Center, agrees that while ii 
isn’t the ‘best thing,” it is still the 
“best solution.” 

Ironically, the mezzanine of the 
Oscar Mayer Theater is not affected 
because its predecessor, the old Capi- 
tol Theater, was built before the new 
codes went into effect. 

Another “‘uncorrectable” design 
problem, Hirvela said, is the first row 
of seats on the main floor. Seven are 
situated so low, patrons must look up 
to see the actors. MCR is choosing not 
to sell them. 

“We sold them for ‘Fighting Bob’ 
and didn’t have any complaints,” 
Neiss said. “I don’t perceive that as a 
problem, but as a matter of individual 
taste — what's a good seat or a bad 
seat?” 

Neiss said individual preference 
also holds true for the carpeted bench 
seating in the Isthmus. Some people 


find it comfortable and some don’t. 

“The only thing I can say — it’s 
what we have,”’ he said. 

Some minor problems in the Isth- 
mus have already been solved. 

“Administration has been very - 
good about responding to our con- 
cerns,” Hirvela said. 

A rough side wall that might have 
torn the clothing of patrons seated 
next to it, has been smoothed, and an 
irregular stage surface, which might 
make actors trip, is being addressed 
right now, Hirvela said. 

Despite the minor seating prob- 
lems, ‘‘the intimacy and closeness of 
the Isthmus is one of the joys of a 
thrust design,’’ Hirvela continued. 
“An actor cannot be visible all the 
time, but you try and move actors so 
one actor is visible to everyone in the 
audience. It’s the only real thrust 
stage in Madison and it takes getting 
used to. 

‘Lighting is terrific,’’ he said. ‘Our 
technical ability has now quadrupled 
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takes getting used to.’ 


— David Hirvela 


over the kinds of things we were able 
to do at Oakwood. Stage lighting, 
sound, staging techniques, set design 
and construction — it’s marvelous and 
can’t help but affect the quality of pro- 
duction. It’s ike choosing between a 
clunker of a bike with a flat tire and a 
new 10-speed. There really is no com- 
parison.” 

The kinks in the ventilation system, 
which caused some discomfort during 
the’ Civic Center’s opening festivities, 
have been corrected, but ‘‘we haven’t 
begun to use the air conditioner yet,” 
smiled Neiss. ‘‘But those are just nor- 
mal kinds of problems.” 

Robert Palmer, manager of Madi- 
son Civic Music Association, said, 
“reaction to the Oscar Mayer Theater 
is very positive from both an admin- 
istrative and performing point of view. 

“The orchestra (Madison Sym- 
phony Orchestra) is very positive; 
they can hear themselves like they 
never could before. It’s the best or- 
chestra pit many of them have ever 
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played in.” 

Opinions vary concerning the pro- 
jection of sound in the Oscar Mayer 
‘Theater. 

“Sound is definitely a difficult 
thing,” said Nancy Thurow, director 
of the Children’s Theater of Madison. 

“All that beautiful new drapery ab- 
sorbs all the sound. The seats on the 
outside, way in the back of the main 
floor are the worst,” she said. “I do 
feel it is a very important issue. Every 
Stage show that comes in, is going to 
have problems.” _ 

Neiss said the Civic Center plans to 
do some ‘“‘acute work” to improve the 
sound system, although he believes it 
is adequate. 

“Generally speaking, I am not un- 
happy,” he said. “I think for music 
there is not much of a problem.”’ 

Neiss, who heard many complaints 
about poor vocal projection in ‘‘Show- 
boat,” blamed many of the show’s 
sound problems on the company. 

“TI communicated my concern very 
forcibly,” he said. ‘‘The company did 
not give the best it could have in terms 
of performance.” 

Palmer, too, believes the sound 
problems are overrated. 

“Both Roland (Roland Johnson, 
conductor of Madison Symphony Or- 
chestra) and I feel part of the sound 
problem is psychological,’’ Palmer 
said. ‘‘People sitting under the bal- 
cony only perceive it as being difficult. 
The system to enhance that sound is 
really very adequate.” 

Other problems which have been 
brought to the attention of Neiss in- 
clude: 

© Limited dressing room space. 
The cast of 200 for Madison Civic 
Opera’s ‘‘Aida” were assigned num- 
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Continued from Page 1 
bers and changed on a rotating sys- 
tem. 


“While it is not an optimal amount 
it is, for most purposes, workable,” 
Neiss said. “It was difficult for the 
opera but they managed to work 
things out.” 

© Limited wing space in the Oscar 
Mayer Theater. 

© Limited rehearsal space. 

““Not much can be done about find- 
ing rehearsal space equal to the size of 
the Oscar Mayer stage,” Neiss said. 
“But in 1981, a 2,800 square foot room 
on the State Street side will be finished 
to accommodate larger kinds of re- 
hearsals.” 

© Cramped seating in the Oscar 
Mayer Theater. 

“The new seats are a hair bigger 
than those in 1928 and consequently it 
creates somewhat of a problem,” 
Neiss said, particularly in the balcony 
where the floor is sloped and the seats 
are tilted slightly forward. The cost to 
alleviate the tightness would be Stag- 
gering, he added. 

© Congestion in and out of the 
Oscar Mayer Theater. The outer lobby 
of the old Capitol Theater was lost 
during renovation and people are 
forced to use one entrance into the 
theater. . 

“It’s somewhat like putting people 


through a funnel,” Neiss said. “We 
modified the ushering and since the 
first three or four shows, there hasn’t 
been one that hasn’t started on time.” 
Neiss emphasized that there are 
plenty of emergency exits. 

© Inadequate railing in the cross- 
roads. 

“We are investigating the possibi} 
ity of adding rails,” Neiss said, Tecog- 
nizing the walking problems some sen- 
ior citizens are experiencing. 

© Too few mirrors in the women’s 
washrooms. “I hadn't heard of that 
one but it seems reasonable. I'll check 
into it,” Neiss said. 7 
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